ASSESSING THE NATIONAL DRUG CONTROL STRATEGY

Is the War on Drugs doing what the ONDCP says it’s doing??
How do we know?
Notes and Links to readings for November 17 class

Sociology 43, 2009
THE READINGS

1.  Please read this handout and follow the links to documents that attempt to assess the several components of current policy.  What conclusions does each reach about the effectiveness of the policy under study?
2.  Please look over the National Drug Control Strategy  2009 Data Supplement (e-reserve) for any data you think are relevant to assessing policy.


THE QUESTION


Is current U.S. drug control policy working?  As I have said in class, this is a simplified version of the real question:  Is current policy delivering more benefits at less cost than possible alternatives?   Still, this simplification is warranted as a starting point for two reasons.

First, the ONDCP claims that existing policies have reduced drug use.  Referring to the 2001-2006 period, The 2007 National Drug Control Strategy states, 
“The significant declines in drug use since the President took office show that, with effective policy combining enforcement, treatment, and prevention, coupled with the support of State and local officials, and the work of faith-based and community organizations, real advances are possible.” (p. 1)

Second, even if we don’t accept the libertarian argument fully, we still may want to minimize the amount of state coercion involved in controlling drug use, all other things being equal.  We don’t want to be arresting, charging, and punishing more people than we need to.  We don’t want incursions into civil liberties—giving police the broad right to search and seize our property, giving schools the right to make students provide urine samples, giving courts the right to require individuals to get drug treatment.



Still, we need to reformulate the question a bit before we can answer it.  As the ONDCP says, current policy has several components.   If current policy is working, then one or more of its components must be working.  Furthermore, it makes a difference which components are working.   Treatment working better than supply reduction has very different implications from supply reduction working better than treatment, for example.


So our reformulated question is this:  Which components of current policy, if any, are working?   Our strategy requires us to go piece by piece.

The ONDCP identifies three parts of current policy: prevention/education, treatment, and supply reduction.   In class, we identified a fourth component that doesn’t fit into any of the three:  arresting a large number of people for drug possession or low-level selling.

THE EVIDENCE

Evidence of varying quality and quantity exists to evaluate each of these components of policy.

DRUG USE: 
To begin, let’s look first at long-term trends in drug use.  The Monitoring the Future study presents the best trend data:

Examine Figures 1, 2, and 3 at http://www.monitoringthefuture.org/data/07data.html#2007data-drugs 


These figures give us more detailed trend data over a longer time period than either the ONDCP or many of its critics provide.   What conclusions, if any, can one draw about the impact of drug control policy on use by adolescents?
PREVENTION/EDUCATION:  Important programs here include anti-drug media campaigns, student drug testing, and drug education in schools.  Is there any evidence that some or all of these reduce drug use?

“Evaluation of the National Youth Anti-Drug Media Campaign,” especially pp. xi, xxv-xxxiii http://www.drugabuse.gov/DESPR/Westat/Westat2003/ExecSum.PDF
Monitoring the Future, press release on drug testing in schools http://www.monitoringthefuture.org/pressreleases/03testingpr.pdf 
Report of the Task Force on Effective Drug Abuse Prevention

to the King County Bar Association Board of Trustees, especially Section III http://www.drugpolicy.org/docUploads/KCBAPreventionreport_101802_112246.pdf 
TREATMENT:   There are at least two issues here.   
First, are the right people getting treatment?   The 2007 NCDS emphasizes targeting heavy drug users: “Changing the behavior of this relatively small number of chronic drug users can have enormously beneficial consequences for society…” (p. 2).   We want to treat really heavy users, because they make up the largest share of the market for drugs and because they cause most of the harms associated with drug use (to themselves and to others).   
Review Tables 3 and 4 from the Treatment Episode Data Set reading from November 3 (e-reserve)
Second, does treatment work?  There are many kinds of treatment and quite a bit written about them.  To simplify, let’s look at drug courts, which seem to be everyone’s favorite form of treatment.

Center for Court Innovation,   “The State of Drug Court Research,"
http://www.courtinnovation.org/_uploads/documents/state%20of%20dc%20research.pdf 
SUPPLY REDUCTION:   The issue here is straightforward.   If we have disrupted the market and reduced supply then the street prices of drugs should go up and purity should go down.  What is actually happening???

Look for relevant data in the “National Drug Control Strategy 2009 Data Supplement  2009” (e-reserve)
ARRESTS:   If arresting lots of people is working, we would expect high arrest rates to be correlated with lower levels of drug use and abuse.   Is this true?

Jon B. Gettman, “Crimes of Indiscretion: Marijuana Arrests in the United States,” NORML, 2005, section 2, pp. 21-47   http://www.norml.org/pdf_files/NORML_Crimes_of_Indiscretion.pdf
